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Abel & Associates Now Under 
Omnibus Umbrella As Major 
New Studio Falls Into Place 


By Robert Goldrich 


The Toronto-based Omnibus Computer Graphics Company and the L.A.- 
headquartered Robert Abel & Associates have become one. Pending approval 
from their respective boards of directors, Omnibus has agreed to buy 100 
percent of the shares of Robert Abel & Associates. The purchase price of 
$12.5 million will include cash, term notes and one million common shares 
of Omnibus. Announcement of the transaction was made jointly by John 
C. Pennie, president and ceo of Omnibus, and Robert Abel, prexy of Robert 
Abel & Associates. 

The deal will bring together under the overall Omnibus corporate umbrella 
Robert Abel & Associates, the computer graphics production wing of Abel Image 
Research (AIR), Digital Productions (acquired by Omnibus in June) and the Om- 
nibus facilities in Toronto, New York and on the Paramount studio lot in Los 
Angeles. 

The entities in turn are to be consolidated into a single comprehensive studio 
that will operate under the Robert Abel & Associates banner in the adver- 
tising business. And Abel has a three-year deal as executive creative director 
of the new company and vice-chairman of Omnibus. 

Explaining the rationale behind the decision to merge his operation into the 
Omnibus told, Abel told Back Stage the deal filled two prime voids in his studio. 


Continued on page & 


By Richard Miller 


How will the official election of Alfred DiTolla as 
president of IATSE affect our industry? 

In starkly candid terms, DiTolla, the new 
president of the International Alliance of Theatrical 
and Stage Employees (IATSE), presented his union’s 
current problems and future challenges at the IA’s 


recent convention in Florida. DiTolla straightfor- - 


wardly chronicled the successes and failures of the 
Alliance, the largest confederation of technicians in 
the country, representing about 65,000 film and 
videotape workers, whose former undisputed posi- 
tion of supremacy in the film industry has been 
challenged in recent years by inroads from the Na- 
tional Association of Broadcast Employees and 
Technicians (NABET), in particular Local 15, and 
non-union production. 

But what the words, plans and vision really mean to 
the [A’s members, and, equally important, the commer- 
cial and feature film producers who employ them, is 
still somewhat unclear, particularly on the east coast. 

Based on the convention proceedings, and a 
follow-up interview at DiTolla’s office in New York, it 
is evident that he is intent on changing the union that 
he has served for the past 40 years. To do this, he 


FCB, Chiat/Day 
Head Western Ad 
Agency Update 

y Robert Goldrich 


Last week’s up-to-date Back Stage 
guide to Western advertising agencies 
is already in need of some revision. 
And in one prime account roster in- 
stance, the change involves an unlike- 
ly pair—namely Foote, Cone & 
Belding/Los Angeles and First In- 


Toni Ficalora Productions, Inc. 
New York City (212) 679-7700 
Chicago (312) 787-0085 
Represented by Nancy Jacobs 
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BACK STAGE 


“With all our creative ac- 
complishments,” he admitted, “there 
were always two elements that we 
yearned for, that we were missing in our 
organization One was having a sound 
financial partner who shared our vi- 
sion for creative excellence. The second 
was even greater computer capabilities 
in-house so we could better realize our 
full creative potential.” 

On the former score, Abel reflected 
over the current marketplace. “I 
think in today’s climate, especially for 
me, having a virtually non- 
capitalized company in a high 
technology market, you can only 
grow to a certain point. You need to 
get more funding, perhaps by going 
public or selling off shares. The op- 
portunity to be partnered with a well 
established, well funded and well run 
organization, a public company like 
Omnibus, is ideal. John Pennie of 
Omnibus is a man of great genius, 
not only in terms of his financial 
knowledge but also in terms of his 
overall vision. So what we're really 
doing is taking our company, our 
people, our creativity, our track 
record for excellence, or understan- 
ding of the advertising market, and 
combining with Omnibus’ financial 
backing and creative resources to 
make for an even stronger studio.” 

The aforementioned access to 
greater computing strength was also 
key. “The fact that Omnibus had earlier 
acquired Digital and its Cray XMP 
Super Computer was a big incentive, 
a major plus for us said Abel, 
acknowledging the fact that he’s often 
heard his studio artisans wish out 
aloud, “If we only had a Cray. .we 
could do so much more creatively and 
much quicker. Well, now we have the 
Cray. And you'll see some great results 
coming out of the marriage uniting our 
human creative talents, our software 
and the Super Computer hardware. 
Suddenly, our directors and designers 
will be utilizing the Cray, and the pro- 
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spects are staggering.” 

Omnibus’ Pennie added that he too 
felt tremendous excitement because 
he and Abel had shared the vision of 
a diversified company that was 
capable of supplying the ultimate 
filmmaking capabilities serving the 
advertising, television production and 
motion picture business. Pennie went 
on to note that with the creative 
reputation and leadership of Abel, 
along with the excitement of adding 


the live action wherewithal of such. 


director talents as John Badham, 
Bruce Dorn and Steven Goldblatt, 
the special effects wizardly of Oscar- 
nominee Mark Vargo, miniature 
genius Tom Barron, and computer 
graphics stars like Randy Roberts 
and Kenny Mirman, “We had in one 
single stroke, created one of the great 
coups in the advertising/entertain- 
ment business.” 


Breaking Down Barriers 

Abel’s next immediate step will be to 
“remove the walls” separating Digital, 
Abel & Associates, the AIR production 
unit, and the three Omnibus facilities- 
making sure all mesh properly as the 
new Robert Abel & Associates. 

He plans to first consolidate the 
trio of L.A. operations, moving all 
the creative artisans from Abel, 


Digital and Omnibus into the Abel 


headquarters of Highland Avenue in 
Hollywood. Studio technical people 
will probably be based at the Digital 
quarters in L.A. where the Super 
Computer is housed. “Eventually in 
the next year or so,” said Abel, “we 
hope to have all the L.A. resources— 
creative and technical—based in a 
single location.” 

This coming both 
geographically and in figurative terms, 
is “essential,” observed Abel. “There 
is strength in unity, which is the 
backbone of any merger concept. We're 
seeing Mergers on the advertising agen- 
cy side and like those deals, our merger 


together, 


Abel & Associates Now Under Omnibus 
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gives US access to greater resources on 
the financial and the creative ends. You 
can do a lot more when you have two 
or three companies effectively— 
Omnibus, Digital and Abel—all now 
rowing together with the sense of a 
single oar. These are the companies that 
are going to have a real impact in the 
80s and 90s. It’s a sound business 
philosophy and will allow me as a 
creative person to be able to realize 
things now that might have been five or 
10 years down the line. And I’m too im- 
patient to wait five or 10 more years.” 

In fact, Abel feels his new studio 
is the equivalent of Lucasfilm in its 
capabilities, running the gamut from 
live action to special effects, anima- 
tion to miniatures, opticals to 
sophisticated computer-assisted and 
generated imagery. 

Abel added that he foresees no loss 
of personnel due to the Omnibus deal. 
Creatives from Digital, Abel & 
Associates, the AIR production unit and 
the Omnibus facilities in N.Y., L.A, 
and Toronto will remain aboard. And 
in some cases there will be welcome 
reunions, notably that of Abel and 
former colleague Sherry McKenna, 
head of production/exec producer at 
Digital. “Rather than getting rid of per- 
sonnel, we figure to be adding even 
more people—particularly in the live 
action area.’ affirmed Abel. 


Early Evening Call 

Omnibus first contacted Abel 
about a possible deal a couple months 
ago—on a Friday evening at the of- 
fice. “I got a phone call around 6 
p.m.,” recalled Abel, “and out of the 
blue, I was asked if I'd be around 
awhile and if I'd consider meeting: 
with some Omnibus executives. I said 
OK and they came right over. . .they 
being John Pennie, Kelly Germaine, 
whos Omnibus chairman of the 
board, and Ed Johnson, who runs 
the Omnibus complex in Los Angeles. 
They were very straightforward, ask- 
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Umbrella As Major New Studio Falls Into Place 


ing me if I'd be interested in merg- 
ing our studio into their operation. 
I said, ‘I don’t know. But they 
planted the seed. Discussions con- 
tinued....I found them to be very 
honest. We investigated the 
possibilities and arrived at the con- 
clusion that Omnibus was a perfect 
match for us.” 

This “perfect match’—the combined 
operations of Abel, Omnibus and 
Digital—would have increased Om- 
nibus sales in fiscal 1986 to $50 
million. Omnibus is a public company 
listed on the Toronto Stock Exchanges, 
OMI, and is quoted in the U.S. by the 
Associated Press. 


Competion? 

Playing devil’s advocate, Back 
Stage asked Abel about the reduction 
in competition frequently fostered by 
mergers and consolidations. Whereas 
ad agencies previously had choices 
among Robert Abel & Associates, 
Digital Productions and Omnibus, 
now they have a single studio. 


Addressing that market reality, Abel 
responded, “Clearly the intent of our 
deal was not to create anything that 
might even resemble a monopoly—I 
even hate to use that word. It’s the fur- 
thest thing from our minds. What we 
are looking to attain is the Gestalt ef- 
fect where you get a whole that’s greater 
than the sum of its parts. And that’s a 
carry-over of my philosophy that I had 
when I first came into this business. I 
grew up in Culver City, in the shadow 
of MGM, a place that had all the 


creative capabilities available to its peo-- 
ple under one roof. As as kid, at the 
age of 13, I got the chance to see the 
MGM studio from the inside out. It 
made a lasting impact on me. . .and I've 
seen it since reflected in the team 
Kubrick organized to make ‘2001’ and 
more recently in the philosophy of 
Lucasfilm as well. 

“Along these same lines,’ con- 
tinued Abel, “John Pennie and I 
believe very strongly in the concept 
of being able to give an agency one- 
stop shopping...a situation where 
the production studio doesn’t have to 
pitch a creative idea based on what 
single method or approach it has to 
sell. A good case in point is the ‘Sexy 
Robot’ spot (a multiple award win- 
ner for the Canned Food Info Coun- 
cil). When we saw the ‘Sexy Robot’ 
boards, we told Ketchum we could do 
them live action or as 
miniatures/robotics or as computer 
graphics. We then proceeded to give 
the Ketchum team the pros and cons 
of each approach. The point is that 
we like to be able to give the ad agen- 
cy choices. We don’t sell them from 
the point of view of ‘we’d better sell 
it this way or we’re not going to get 
the job’ 

“Collaboration is a statement of our 
philosophy—the Omnibus, Abel, 
Digital deal is part of the collaboration 
concept, of pulling the best creative 
people, the best technicians, the best 
collaborators together under one roof 
to Say to an advertising agency, ‘We're 
here for you to exploit us. Bring us your 
best ideas, those ideas that don't yet 


have a form, and let us collaborate and 
work with you.” What we're doing now 
is Offering the agencies an expanded 
menu of opportunities, of options in the 
marketplace. And that’s exciting.” 


Autonomous AIR 

While the Abel Image Research 
(AIR) computer graphics production 
unit is part of the Omnibus deal, the 
AIR software division is not. The 
main reason for this, according to 
Abel, is that AIR caters to markets 
outside the Omnibus province. “John 
Pennie is out to make the studio’s 
mark in advertising, tv production 


and theatrical features,” explained 
Abel, “whereas AIR’s markets for 
software are business/industrial, 
CAD/CAM applications for high-tech 
fields like aerospace and automotive.” 

Hence the AIR software division will 
remain a separate entity run by presi- 
dent Alan DeBevoise and a yet-to-be- 
named ceo. Abel himself will continue 
to be involved as founder, chairman and 
spokesman for the company. Head of 
AIR software R&D is Hank Weghorst 
with John Camps v.p. in charge of sales. 

Omnibus, however, will make use 
of AIR software when applicable to 
commercial, tv and feature produc- 


tion. Part and parcel of the overall 
Omnibus/Abel deal is that Omnibus 
acquires a license to the AIR produc- 
tion software under a worldwide non- 
competition agreement governing the 
entertainment industry. Further- 
more, point out Pennie and Abel, the 
combination of the Omnibus 
“Prisms” and the DP3D software 
with AIR software will offer an 
unrivaled resource for advertising, 
motion picture and tv clients. Abel 
anticipates that this production soft- 
ware will be running on the Cray 
Super Computer as early as October 
22; 


Top Industry Experts 
Prepare Graphics 
Conference in Philly 


Sixteen nationally known experts from the computer graphics 
industry will be heard at The Computer Graphics ‘87 con- 
ference and exposition to be held in the Philadelphia Civic 
Center in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania March 22-26, 1987. 

The first major East Coast computer graphics event in many 
years, more than 100 tutorials and technical sessions covering 
a wide range of topics in 16 major application areas have been 
planned. 

The concurrent exposition, March 23-26, will feature more 
than 170 of the major vendors of computer graphics products 
and services in 250,000 square feet of exhibit space. 

More than 25,000 are expected to attend Computer Graphics 
87, the eighth annual conference and exposition sponsored by 
the National Computer Graphics Association, 2722 Merrilee 
Drive, Suite 200, Fairfax. Virginia 22031 (703) 698-9600. 
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NEC To Debut DVE 
Software Upgrade 
Package At SMPTE 


The Broadcast Equipment Division of NEC America, Inc.. 
(Wood Dale. IL) has introduced a software upgrade package 
for NEC's sophisticated DVE System 10 digital video effects 
gencrator, to be unveiled at the forthcoming SMPTE Exhibit 
in New York. 

NEC's DVE System 10 unique building-block architecture 
permits the addition of future effects through the “soft” func- 
tion keys. The optional transition effects package makes use of 
this feature to provide the DVE System 10 with the ability to 
create two-dimensional effects that have the look of three- 
dimensional effects as they would appear on a flat plane within 
the raster area. These complex pre-programmed effects will 
be available as **push-the-button-and-manipulate” functions. 

According to Richard Dienhart, National Sales manager 
for Video Products, the new special transition effects package 


will be available for delivery by the end of the year. “This cost- 
Continued on page 10 
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